The Future of Hospitality Management: Preparing Students for a Changing Industry by Popely, Deborah, DBA et al.
National Louis University 
Digital Commons@NLU 
Kendall College Research 
2021 
The Future of Hospitality Management: Preparing Students for a 
Changing Industry 
Deborah Popely DBA 
Kendall College at National Louis University, dpopely@nl.edu 
Michael Krause CHA, CHIA, MSEd 
Kendall College at National Louis University, mrkause6@nl.edu 
Wook Kang CEC, MCFE, CFBE, ACE 
Kendall College at National Louis University, wkang1@nl.edu 
Paul Romer MBA 
Kendall College at National Louis University, promer@nl.edu 
Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.nl.edu/kc 
 Part of the Business Administration, Management, and Operations Commons, Curriculum and 
Instruction Commons, Higher Education Commons, and the Hospitality Administration and Management 
Commons 
Recommended Citation 
Popely, Deborah DBA; Krause, Michael CHA, CHIA, MSEd; Kang, Wook CEC, MCFE, CFBE, ACE; and Romer, 
Paul MBA, "The Future of Hospitality Management: Preparing Students for a Changing Industry" (2021). 
Kendall College Research. 2. 
https://digitalcommons.nl.edu/kc/2 
This Unpublished Paper is brought to you for free and open access by Digital Commons@NLU. It has been 
accepted for inclusion in Kendall College Research by an authorized administrator of Digital Commons@NLU. For 









The Future of Hospitality Education:  
Preparing Students for a Changing Industry 
Research Report 









 Most significant changes…………………………………………...8 
 Changing working conditions …………………………………...10 
 Most in-demand positions ……………………………………….13 
 Most important skills, abilities and personal characteristics….14 
 Most valuable credentials……………………...............................19 








ABOUT KENDALL COLLEGE  
AT NATIONAL LOUIS UNIVERSITY  
The Kendall College of Culinary Arts and Hospitality Management at National Louis 
University is a leader in Chicago for preparing students for careers in these fields. The 
college prepares students for successful careers and eventual leadership roles across the 
foodservice and hospitality industries. We combine a strong academic foundation with 
transformative practical experience, so our students are ready to hit the ground running 
when they embark on their chosen careers.  
Students who earn a B.A. degree in Hospitality Management have the opportunity to 
focus in various concentration areas. Chicago’s leading hotels rank the program the No. 
1 Chicago program for preparing students for hospitality management careers. The 
program’s focus is on the combination of theory and application. The core curriculum 
includes fundamental business management classes with an emphasis on the hospitality 
industry.  
Programs in Culinary Arts prepare students for successful careers through strong 
professional skill development, comprehensive and current understanding of the 
foodservice industry, environmental awareness, and exemplary professional demeanor. 
Appropriate to their program of study, graduates of Culinary Arts programs gain a 
working knowledge of business principles and a broad appreciation of the knowledge 
and skills required for global citizenry. 
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Deborah Popely, DBA, Associate Professor and Chair of 
Hospitality Management is the lead investigator and Chair of 
Hospitality Management at Kendall College. She is an author, 
publisher, researcher and entrepreneur with a focus on resilience, 
leadership and sustainable operations in the hospitality industry. 
She has held executive positions in several mid-sized organizations 
and is a recognized voice in the hospitality industry, as well as a 
frequent contributor to industry and academic publications.  
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Hospitality Management is a 30-year veteran hotelier and is 
currently an Assistant Professor at Kendall College. Prior to 
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management company and worked in tourism development at the 
state and regional levels.  He has also served on numerous national, 
community, and industry associations and boards, including the board of the Illinois 
Hotel & Lodging Association Educational Foundation. 
 
Chef Wook Kang, CEC, MCFE, CFBE, ACE, Chair of Culinary Arts 
was born in South Korea and raised in Chicago. Having been 
influenced by his Korean heritage and the melting pot of cuisines in 
Chicago, his love of cuisine led to a career in food. He has held 
positions at prestigious restaurants that would inspire his creativity 
and the appreciation of food of all cultures. Prior to joining Kendall 
College, Chef Kang served as the Program Chair/Director at Le 
Cordon Bleu, was an integral part of CMC trainings across the United States, and 
provided presentations for the American Culinary Federation and other organizations.  
 
Paul Romer, MBA, Assistant Professor of Hospitality Management 
has led four middle market companies with two of the companies in 
the events industry with a focus on experiential marketing, event 
planning and performance improvement.  His background in 
consumer and business to business marketing along with his general 





Kendall College at National Louis University conducted research in July and August 
2021 to determine how hospitality educators can support the hospitality and tourism 
industry and promote hospitality management careers in light of changes wrought by 
the pandemic and continuing market challenges.  Research consisted of four focus 
groups and individual interviews involving 22 senior leaders from Chicago’s hotel, 
restaurant, events and tourism sectors, along with a skills inventory completed by 
participants.  
Challenges and Responses  
The hospitality industry has faced and continues to face major challenges when it comes 
to hiring and retaining the workforce needed for recovery from the pandemic and 
future growth.  Hospitality employers have encountered obstacles to re-staffing because 
of defection to other industries, particularly by middle managers; changing expectation 
and values in the workforce, particularly among younger workers who form the 
backbone of the industry; and an overall negative perception of hospitality as a career 
path.   
The hospitality sector is responding by increasing pay and benefits, improving working 
conditions to promote better work/life balance, and accelerating the pathway for 
professional growth and advancement. However, there are limits to the amount of 
change that hospitality employers can absorb and still remain profitable. Further work 
needs to be done to restore confidence in the hospitality industry and promote 
hospitality careers.  
Most Valued Skills and Abilities  
One of the main aims of the focus group research was to learn more about the skills and 
abilities that industry leaders view as most important now and in the future.  We 
provided focus group participants with an inventory of 28 skills and attributes 
commonly associated with the delivery of hospitality services. Overall analysis 
indicates that the skills and attribute rated “more important” or “much more 
important” with the greatest frequency were associated with “soft skills” such as 
versatility, communications and empathy.  Technical skills such as technological 
fluency, sanitation and financial management, while important, were less frequently 
cited on average and were more likely to be rated as of “about the same importance.”  




• Versatility in all its manifestations is the top priority for education and training. 
This category includes cross-functional abilities, creative problem-solving, 
resilience, and other adaptive capabilities needed to support an industry 
operating in a volatile business and health environment.  
• Empathy and emotional intelligence needs to be cultivated as the basis for 
excellent guest services and to create a safe and friendly environment for all 
customers and treat them with kindness and respect.  
• Communications skills, both verbal and written skills, are needed to promote 
leadership, teamwork and collaboration, and to interact sensitively with people 
from diverse backgrounds.   
• Technical skills related to sanitation, planning, revenue management, data 
analysis and other operational requirements remain important as a foundational 
knowledge base for hospitality industry careers.  
Research participants also wrote in other skills and abilities that they thought would be 
important in the future. Many of these stressed the need to instill a strong work ethic 
and promote perseverance, good time management and mental and emotional strength 
so our students can turn passion into a profession that can be sustained over a lifespan. 
Most Valued Credentials  
While the achievement of degrees and certifications were seen as good indicators of 
commitment, maturity and willingness to learn, hands-on experience in the hospitality 
industry was a top priority to participants in this research project.  In addition to 
internships and stages, there was a call to provide students with as much exposure to 
hospitality jobs and the hospitality workplace as possible to draw the connection 
between classroom learning and the realities of the business.  This finding validates the 
active, applied learning approach that is the hallmark of Kendall College’s curriculum, 
and challenges us to take it to the next level inside and outside the classroom.    
Note on limitations of the study:  Conclusions are based on a small qualitative sample 
of Chicago hospitality professionals and may not reflect the views and needs of 
operators in other markets or the industry as a whole. Research took place in summer 
2021 and changing market and public health conditions may have affected the staffing 





Kendall College’s previous research and other industry sources confirm that the events 
of the past 18 months have had a profound and lasting impact on the hospitality 
industry across provider sectors, and that change is ongoing.  The pandemic, social 
unrest and a host of other factors are reshaping the industry as we know it: operators 
report flatter, more streamlined organizational structures with a new emphasis on 
cross-utilization and automation; health and safety have taken on greater significance in 
service delivery; certain professional skills have emerged as key in this new landscape, 
including resilience, versatility, empathy, innovative thinking, diversity, and 
technological fluency, and many others. What does this mean for hiring managers, job 
candidates, and hospitality management educators who are engaged in developing the 
workforce of the future?   
The goal of this research is to better understand the changing needs of the industry so 
that we can supply the industry with well-rounded graduates attuned to this 
transformed hospitality operating environment. This report is part of an ongoing 
dialogue with industry leaders and other hospitality educators about how to support 
the advancement of hospitality and tourism and the development of hospitality 
management careers.  
Methodology and Participants 
We conducted four focus groups in July and August 2021.  A total of 22 industry 
professionals participated in the focus groups, reflecting the views of owners and senior 
managers from a cross-section of the hotel, restaurant, event planning and tourism 
sectors.  In addition to owners and senior managers, the sample included vendors and 
suppliers to the industry.   The focus group sessions were supplemented by individual 
interviews when needed to bridge scheduling conflicts. Focus groups and interviews 
were conducted through videoconference and were recorded for accuracy.  Participants 
also completed a short “skills inventory” that asked them to evaluate the relative 
importance of various skills and capabilities sought in junior, middle and senior 
managers. Participants were allowed to write-in their own ideas, providing a robust 
snapshot of the industry’s priorities. The findings from the focus groups, interviews 
and skills inventory were synthesized to provide a well-rounded portrait of current and 







Kendall’s previous research and industry sources confirm that the hospitality industry 
has been forever changed by the events of 2020 and 2021 and continues to evolve. 
Although most hospitality businesses are still actively dealing with the pandemic and 
its aftermath, we wanted to begin a dialogue with industry leaders to get some initial 
insight about the direction and magnitude of change so far and where they see it going 
in the future.  We were particularly interested in finding out how to evolve workforce 
education and training to match these emerging needs.  With that in mind, the focus 
group discussion covered the following seven questions:  
1. As a result of the pandemic, what are the biggest changes to the operating 
environment for your type of hospitality business? 
2. How have the working conditions in your type of hospitality business 
changed since the pandemic?   
3. As a result of the pandemic, what are the most in demand positions in your 
operation, and why are they so in demand right now?  Do you think these 
will continue to be most in demand or will other positions become more 
important?  
4. As a result of the pandemic, which skills and capabilities are more important 
for employees now than prior to the pandemic, and why?  Are there any 
which are less important, and why?   
5. As a result of the pandemic, which personal characteristics have become 
more important for employees now than prior to the pandemic, and why?  
Are there any that have become less important, and why?   
6. As a result of the pandemic, which credentials are most important in 
employees? Are there any that are less important, and why?  
7. What other development and trends do you see affecting the hospitality 
workforce in the next 5 years?   
The findings are discussed in detail, organized by question, below. Any sector-specific 
variations are noted in the narrative.  
Most Significant Changes in the Operating Environment 
It is well documented that the pandemic and subsequent layoffs and closures impacted 
hospitality businesses in a variety of ways, forcing them to adapt and innovate in 
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services and operations.  Operators had to juggle the needs of the business with those of 
customers and the workforce to stay solvent. As one restaurant group manager put it:  
[We were] doing two thirds of the volume than I could actually be doing…So in order to 
not burn out the team and to stop the bleeding…we're turning people away at the door. 
[It’s] never a good feeling as a business owner to be turning away business when you 
need it, especially after the year we've had. 
As a result of leaner staffing, hospitality businesses have come to depend on fewer but 
more versatile employees whose skills could be cross-utilized for multiple functions.  
Participants also reported a greater dependency on part-time employees working in 
many different positions – conditions which participants suggested will continue into 
the future. Participants said that the need to remain adaptable persists as pandemic 
conditions continue to challenge hospitality with new protocols and restrictions as 
variants produce spikes in cases. As one participant put it, “at any given moment, you 
very well may end up having to send everybody home by default.”  
Layoffs and dynamic work scheduling where there is too much or too little work had the 
biggest impact on middle management. The loss of a whole strata of middle management 
has created new opportunities for entry level staff to move up, but many are lacking the 
necessary experience for their new roles. Consequently, they struggle without more 
senior people available to guide them. One participant noted that the resulting loss of 
institutional knowledge about “how things should be done” will have long-term 
implication and will need to be rebuilt in the future.   
One positive was that layoffs gave some businesses the opportunity to “clean house” by 
“not welcoming back [people] they didn’t want back and providing an opportunity to 
find a better talent pool now that they have the chance.”     
Use of Technology 
Increased reliance on technology to fill service gaps and satisfy customer expectations is 
another important operational change cited by participants.  Although the transition to 
greater reliance on technology was already underway prior to the pandemic, participants 
noted the accelerated use of technology to provide “touchless” services to protect guests 
and staff from infection and expedite service in low-staff situations. The greater use of 
Apps to allow guests to reduce staff interaction like checking into a hotel without 
stopping at the front desk or to allow greater utilization of takeout opportunities for 
restaurant and other guest interactions were implemented during the pandemic. 
Participants questioned which of these technological innovations will persist in the long 
run.  Participants acknowledged that technology-enabled services such as AI check-in 
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and tablet ordering produce operational efficiencies and are particularly popular with 
younger guests, but doubted that technology would be as integral to the hospitality 
environment as it is becoming in other industries.  One participant expressed the belief 
that artificial intelligence would not replace the fundamental high-touch nature of 
hospitality services:  
Do I think that robots will become the future servers?  I don't think I'll see that in my 
lifetime, but I do think that there are expectations from a service standpoint and how we 
accomplish [them] in a smaller labor market …. I see [technology] in quick service for 
efficiency and speed of service…. but I don't see the guests wanting that as a 
replacement.  
At the same time, this participant acknowledged that the guests will ultimately 
determine the role of technology in the delivery of hospitality services based on their 
changing preferences and expectations and that the industry must be ready to adapt.   
Changing Working Conditions  
The pandemic had and continues to have a major impact on working conditions in the 
industry. During the height of the crisis, hospitality professionals were under 
extraordinary pressure as they assumed new responsibilities and coped with volatile 
and unpredictable health and business conditions.   
Labor Shortage  
As hospitality businesses reopen for business, they are hampered by a well-
documented labor shortage, leaving operators scrambling to fill important positions. 
Several participants remarked about how unprecedented the recruitment environment 
is, with empty job fairs and rapid turnover due to candidates accepting positions but 
quickly leave to accept competing offers. They lamented the additional stress this is 
placing on hospitality managers:   
Employees are testing managers with competing opportunities… They are leveraging 
the managers, seeing how much the managers will take. But it’s bad to be backed into a 
corner -- they can’t be held hostage. 
Another factor constraining workplace participation is continued pressure from virus 
variants, creating complications in hiring and retaining employees.  
I've had candidates come in and ask me what are your COVID restrictions? How 
frequently are you cleaning things? What are your requirements? Although the CDC 




One participant noted that COVID disruptions outside the workplace are increasing 
absences and turnover as well. Family obligations, illness and other personal situations 
are having an impact on staffing requirements.  Participants also expressed the view 
that more generous government unemployment benefits are competing with hospitality 
jobs, particularly in lower-paying positions such as servers, busboys and dishwashers, 
but this could be changing as extended benefits have ended. Similarly, they thought 
that gig work was attracting away some potential hospitality workers by offering 
greater flexibility and immediate pay.  
Increased Pay and Benefits 
To attract needed talent, operators are increasing pay rates, providing new benefits such 
as health insurance and parking, shortening shifts and making other changes to 
working conditions. In some cases, these changes are aimed at gaining a competitive 
hiring advantage.  
We are fairly above market as far as minimum wage plus tips, but we even offer sign-on 
bonuses for certain positions. I've never done that in my entire career. 
Competitive pay is a big issue now for us, because of the difficulty of hiring people. We 
want to keep our staff and really understand what competitive pay is.  
The way the pay scales have changed in the last year will make it even a more 
amenable profession which bodes well for the industry as a whole, in my opinion. 
Some participants expressed the view that increased compensation for hospitality 
workers is a long overdue change. Others noted that it is driving up operating costs that 
cannot easily be passed onto the customer. As one participant put it, “I don’t think the 
public is ready for a $36 hamburger.”  One participant pointed out that expanding 
responsibilities is one way that operators are able to justify the higher cost, at least 
initially.    
Mental and Physical Strain 
The mental and physical toll of working in an uncertain and shifting environment was a 
continuing theme among participants.   
I think there's an emotional, mental breakdown that's occurring with most of my leaders 
and hourlies. I see it happening daily. Some people are snapping from the stress… they 
are tired. 
Attempting to ameliorate those conditions is another strategy that participants posed as 
a means of retaining and attracting workers:   
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We have to respect the staff and pay them a decent wage, offer care and try to give 
them the same days out. 
[We are] thinking about cutting to 4-day work week and reducing shift hours. Employees 
have been run ragged, they are exhausted. [Working] 10 hours for 5 days is too much. 
People are leaving industry for industries with better working conditions and benefits.  
What we're trying to promote most is to make sure that people do get downtime, do get 
time away, do not work that 14-hour day…  come in and work five days a week. It may 
be tough five days a week, but at least you have your time away. So we're trying to 
grade that to the best of our ability, but it's just hard when you're trying to run the 
business and balance the needs of the business versus the needs of our people. 
At the same time, participants noted that there are limits to the level of flexibility that 
hospitality employers can offer. Remote work, while a necessity during the height of the 
pandemic, will only be viable in some types of managerial, marketing and sales roles.  
Direct guest service and operational positions will always require face-to-face 
interaction:  
A lot of the technology advancements that are making other industries, so nimble the 
adaptable of this era is not available to the hospitality industry. 
Generational Disconnect  
Another challenge facing hospitality operators is the changing attitudes towards work 
and careers among the younger generation(s).  There appears to be a disconnect 
between the way that hospitality operates, or is perceived to operate, and changing 
expectations of younger workers who are the backbone of the workforce. The 
disconnect is especially related to quality of life issues. The perception that hospitality 
work is hard, the hours long and the rewards few, coupled with the potential to get 
COVID or have hours reduced or be laid off is erecting additional barriers to 
employment in the field.     
I worked 14, 15 hour days. I'm still doing it today. I worked six days a week. It's an 
expectation of my role. I don't always love that part of it, but that's just not how people 
think and operate today. That's not what this generation that we are employing wants to 
do. They want to travel. 
There's a kind of a generational change about [not] wanting to work hard and pay your 
dues and do something for a while without necessarily seeing that immediate 
gratification, that immediate reward, that immediate promotion or job title or pay 
increase. 
Participants noted that the food and beverage sector had an especially poor image, in 
particular with the younger generation:   
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There's just a really bad stigma and negativity towards restaurants, whether it's 
frustration at the business owners for how they're paid and how they're compensated, 
whether it's benefits, whether it's workload, whether it's the stress load. There's a lot of 
anger towards it. On the other side, there is a frustration with the guests being difficult 
and refusing to wear masks because using to respect what they're doing. 
Guest expectations have changed [due to] pent up demand. [They] have been locked up 
for a year. Managers take the brunt. 
Participants argued that changing values and expectation about work and lifestyles – 
amplified by more than a year away from the traditional workplace -- are driving 
people towards finding careers outside hospitality, further fueling the labor shortage.  
People are going back to school, they're becoming entrepreneurs. Now they're starting 
their own businesses from their living room where they can take a client and then go 
feed lunch to their children. People value things differently now after having a year 
where everything was reset.  
Restoring Confidence 
Focus group participants stressed that the industry must look forward and embrace 
change in order to recover and grow.  They agreed that confidence in the industry has 
been shaken over the past two years, creating an image issue that must be addressed in 
order to attract and keep the needed workforce.  
Emphasize to your students that our industry is going to come back. I mean, we've had a 
setback, but we will come back bigger and better and stronger. And we may be a little bit 
different and we may work a little bit differently, but our industry is not going away. 
I think it's going to be incumbent upon us to develop new interest in working in 
hospitality, certainly as the most devastated industry that I know of. It's going to take us 
time to restore confidence to people as far as changing careers and entering the 
hospitality industry or entering as a new career person. 
 
Most In-Demand Positions  
Amid the labor shortage, the most in demand positions are room attendants and front 
desk agents in hotels and line cooks, busboys and dishwashers in restaurants. 
Participants felt that the latter was a direct result of supplemental unemployment 
benefits and may change when those benefits are rolled back.  
In addition, participants reported that middle management positions are going unfilled 
as experienced workers left the industry after being furloughed or laid off during the 
pandemic. Participants called out bartenders as a specific position that is going unfilled, 
causing some operators to change to batch preparation of cocktails for the first time.  
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In the events industry, participants expressed the need for experienced event managers 
who are able to be both hands-on and can delegate.  “They are always hard to find… 
these positions are typically something people grow into after college.”   
Opportunities for Growth and Advancement  
According to participants, the current environment may be creating the conditions for 
rapid advancement in the field.  The absence of a strong middle management strata 
may be having the positive effect of opening up opportunities for younger or less 
experienced workers with the right skills and attitudes to take on leadership roles:   
There's just this myth out there that you can't move up. Most people I know in hospitality 
have moved up to a very senior level, whether it's a hotel manager or senior vice 
president … they started off as a front desk person or in some lower level position. It’s 
really relationship driven and attitude driven.  
Participants recommended that when good workers are identified, management should 
“let them see the larger picture and help mentor them… and make sure they see a path 
to continue growing.”  
Most Important Skills, Abilities and Personal Characteristics  
One of the main aims of the focus group research was to learn more about the skills and 
abilities that industry leaders view as most important in this changing business 
environment.  Would these be the same skills and abilities that always have been 
associated with hospitality management or different ones?  Would the need for certain 
skills increase or decrease in importance?  Would new skills emerge as critical in the 
hospitality field? What skills should we be focusing on cultivating in our students in 
order to best prepare them to professional success in the future? 
We provided focus group participants with an inventory of 28 skills and attributes 
commonly associated with the delivery of hospitality services.  The list reflected a 
combination of “soft” and “hard” skills.  The participants were asked to rate each skill 
as “much more important,” “more important” “about the same” or “much less 
important.”  They were also asked to select their three top skills and attributes from this 
list and to write in any characteristics they thought were overlooked.  
An overall analysis indicates that the skills and attribute rated “more important” or 
“much more important” with the greatest frequency were associated with “soft skills” 
such as versatility, communications and empathy.  Technical skills such as technological 
fluency, sanitation and financial management, while important, were less frequently 
cited on average and were more likely to be rated as of “about the same importance.”  
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The chart below summarizes these findings by category, including how frequently they 
were rated “more important” or “much more important” by focus group participants.  
The average frequency for each category is presented in the right column.  
 
Table 1:  Skills and Attributes Ratings by Category  
 
Category Associated Skills and Attributes (Frequency)  Average 
Frequency 
Versatility (6) Creative problem-solving (19), resilience (18), 
flexibility and adaptability (18), innovative thinking 
(18), cross-functional training (16), agile decision-
making (15)  
17 
Empathy (6) Guest experience management (17), engagement 
(16), self-awareness (15), empathy (14), emotional 
intelligence (14), interpersonal skills (12) 
14 
Communication (7) Communication (16), collaboration (18), critical 
thinking (16), leadership (17), team building (11), 
empowerment (11), diversity awareness (11) 
14 
Technical Skills (9) Technological fluency (14), Sanitation (14), planning 
(14), financial revenue management (14), efficiency 
(14), Data analysis (11), social and environmental 
responsibility (10), social media management (10), 
negotiation (7)  
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Conversations with participants raised additional items that are not represented in this 
table, along responses to open-ended questions on the inventory, which are discuss 
later in the report. Detailed findings from the inventory are presented in the Appendix.  
Versatility 
According to the skills inventory and subsequent focus group discussions, traits related 
to versatility are at the top of hospitality employers’ list.  It is not surprising that 
employers prize qualities that make it easier to pivot in a volatile health and business 
environment and navigate a tight labor market.  Six skills and attributes that rose to the 
top of the list were included in this section:  




• flexibility and adaptability 
• innovative thinking 
• cross-functional training 
• agile decision-making   
Reflecting on versatility-related skills, “cross-functionality” came up most frequently in 
focus group discussions.  Cross-functional training also was the most frequently 
mentioned attribute in the “top three” open-ended question on the inventory.  Focus 
group participants continually stressed the value of employees being able to contribute 
across multiple aspects of the operation. This quality was highlighted as an advantage 
for employers as well as for employees. 
[We need] employees adapting to pitching in doing everything -- “where can I help.” [We 
are] cross-utilizing a lot. [We need] more refined skills set, [because we are] running a 
little leaner. 
People who are flexible in terms of job and destination are going to grow in our industry 
extremely fast. 
In a similar context, focus group participants also mentioned the value of creative 
problem-solving: “somebody who can take a lot of complaints and figure out the 
answers and love [doing] it.”  Opinions varied among participants as to whether this 
could be taught or was an innate personality factor.  
Empathy 
Empathy and related skills and attributes were high on the list of more or much more 
important skills and abilities. The topic also received some of the most animated 
discussion during the focus groups.  Included in this category were the following skills 
and attributes:  
• guest experience management  
• engagement  
• self-awareness  
• empathy 
• emotional intelligence  
• interpersonal skills  
Focus group participants stated the “compassion and empathy have never been more 
important,” and discussed empathy as important for both guests and fellow workers:  
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Empathizing with customers, being able to manage difficult situations in a diplomatic 
way. It's certainly being committed to our values and our mission. 
I think [empathy] is more important because you try to understand what the other person 
is going through… COVID made a lot of people stressed, especially the owners of their 
business and you can try to empathize [about] what they're thinking, what could they be 
going through and just try to not take it personally. 
Empathy as it related to guest experience management was seen as a critical emerging 
issue by focus group participants:  
Customer service excellence has become even more important. And we've always 
prided ourselves on that, but life is much more complicated now. I think anyone that we 
hire needs to really be focused on delivering excellent customer service.  
Participants felt that empathy was an extension of having a positive attitude and 
authentic personality, which some thought could not be taught:  
….a positive attitude. And I mean, people who are just nice… we're in the hospitality 
business, we give service, we are a service … We're not in an ego-driven position. I'm in 
a position to give in to the whims of the people that are coming through the door. 
Empathy comes out of a genuineness and honesty … you just can't teach that 
Communication  
Communication capabilities were also high on participants’ list of skills that have 
become more or much more important since the advent of the pandemic.  Skills 
included in this category were: 
• communication 
• collaboration 
• critical thinking 
• leadership 
• team building 
• empowerment 
• diversity awareness.   
It makes sense that the ability to communicate effectively with guests and colleagues, 
lead diverse teams, promote collaboration and empower others would be a necessity in 
organizations that must respond to challenging and changing conditions. Focus group 
participants commented that:  
Communication in general is important. Being able to listen properly, being preemptive in 
the event of an issue.  
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Better communication, better understanding of people, basic human skills, being able to 
think on your feet. There's a level of confidence that comes with that, but I think that 
confidence is built with experience. 
Be ready to take criticism and feedback and things like that and move on. It's a really 
tough skill to learn, but it's probably the most important, especially in my world. 
Participants also spoke about the importance of effective oral and written 
communication, although they thought that written communication was more relevant 
to certain jobs and sectors of the hospitality industry, such as tourism sales and 
marketing.  
Diversity awareness had a moderately high frequency of being rated more or much 
more important and was the third most listed skill in the open-ended “top three” 
question. One person commented that it was “rare to have that conflict in hospitality 
because the industry and customers are so diverse.” Others noted that the industry, in 
this case hotels, has not been historically at the forefront in this issue and has been “bad 
at promoting individuals of color.”  
Technical Skills 
Technical skills and attributes included in the inventory were cited often but rated more 
or much more important fewer times on average. These skills and attributes were also 
more likely to be rated as “about the same importance” than others in the inventory.  
These skills and capabilities included:  
• technological fluency  
• sanitation  
• planning  
• financial revenue management  
• efficiency  
• data analysis 
• social and environmental responsibility  
• social media management  
• negotiation 
Clearly the need for competencies in sanitation and safety during the pandemic was 
critical, as was mastering new technologies, analyzing data and ensuring financial 
solvency.  However, the prevailing attitude among focus group participants was that 
while these skills are of continuing importance, they could be honed on the job. They 
indicated that the soft skills and commitment to the industry would be far more 
important in determining success in the future hospitality industry.  
19 
 
Other Skills and Attributes 
Survey participants wrote in a number of skills and attributes that weren’t listed in the 
inventory and discussed many of them in the focus groups.  These included:  
• hard work/work ethic 
• talent management 
• passion 
• grit/perseverance 
• time management 
• mental/emotional strength 
• curiosity/lifelong learning 
Discussion of these items revolved around finding employees who exhibited a strong 
work ethic and persistence or “grit.”  Participants stressed the importance of recruiting 
people who were motivated by commitment and passion for the industry: 
[We want employees who are] going to work hard [and] want to do this for the right 
reason, not doing it because they think they should … truly because they want to do it. 
There's a passion for it. 
Participants also discussed the need for good time management, mental and emotional 
health and innate curiosity indicating a willingness to learn as highly desirable traits for 
professional success in hospitality management.   
Most Valuable Credentials 
When asked what type of credential they most valued when evaluating candidates, 
participants overwhelmingly favored direct industry experience, particularly for those 
wishing to work in the restaurant sector.  Experience could be gained through full-time 
work experience or through internships, stages and other practicums pursued in 
conjunction with higher education.  Some participants felt that students should have 
more experiential opportunities in educational programs than they currently do.  
[I] highly suggest that they get into a restaurant and work there. I think it helps connect 
the dots of the classroom versus the reality. And I think it helps them get a bigger 
picture. … urge them to go get a job [in the industry] while in college. 
[Students] need more experiential learning outside the classroom. More than two 
internships. They should do a few stages. 
While experience was deemed critical, formal education was also appreciated as a sign 
of commitment and maturity that could differentiate candidates in the hiring and 
promotion process:   
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The BA is valuable because it shows commitment. Someone with another degree or no 
degree can be just as good… a BA is not required … many [have] worked their way up. 
[But] a hospitality BA student shows passion about the industry. 
Most of the people who have a bachelor's degree have a level of passion that we expect, 
but it's more sometimes the maturity. 
When asked whether skill-based certifications or micro-degrees would be valued by 
hospitality employers, most participants thought they were less important than on-the-
job training, especially in the food and beverage sector. Exceptions were advanced excel 
training, STR certification for revenue management, and training in culinary arts and 
baking and pastry.   According to one participant, the main benefit of seeing 
certifications listed on someone’s resume was that they show that “someone is a lifelong 
learner, that they are intellectually curious. [It] shows they want to learn … shows 
strategic thinking.” 
Conclusions and Recommendations  
The hospitality industry has faced and continues to face major challenges when it comes 
to hiring and retaining the workforce needed for recovery from the pandemic and 
future growth.  After furloughing and laying off a significant portion of the workforce 
in response to the pandemic, hospitality employers have encountered obstacles to re-
staffing because of defection to other industries, particularly by middle managers; 
changing expectation and values in the workforce, particularly among younger workers 
who form the backbone of the industry; and an overall negative perception of 
hospitality as a career path.   
Meeting changing employee expectations concerning working conditions and upward 
mobility is a pressing issue for the entire labor market. Employers across many 
industries are experiencing a shortage of candidates and the movement of current 
employees to jobs that are perceived to be safer, more flexible, better compensated and 
having more opportunities for professional advancement. A survey by the Conference 
Board found that a desire for flexible work arrangements, followed by better pay and 
opportunities for advancement were the biggest motivators for those who planned to 
leave their positions in the next six months.   
The hospitality sector is responding by increasing pay and benefits, improving working 
conditions to promote better work/life balance, and accelerating the pathway for 
professional growth and advancement. However, there are limits to the amount of 
change that hospitality employers can absorb and still remain profitable.  It remains to 
be seen how the higher cost of doing business that labor reform entails will sit with the 
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public when these costs are passed onto the end consumer.  Moreover, work needs to be 
done to restore confidence in the hospitality industry and promote hospitality careers. 
Industry groups and major employers can and should band together to address the 
policy barriers to recruitment and retention, and to put forth a strong case for the 
hospitality industry as a place to find satisfying and fulfilling careers.  
In considering the characteristics needed in the workforce to support the industry in the 
future, the research made clear that versatility in all its manifestations is the top priority 
for education and training.  We should be purposefully promoting cross-functional 
abilities, creative problem-solving, resilience, and other adaptive capabilities.   
Equally important is the need to cultivate the compassion and empathy that is the basis 
for excellent guest services and pivotal for both public and private interactions. 
Certainly, individuals who like people and have the interpersonal skills to work well 
with them will often self-select into hospitality careers.  Nonetheless, with proper 
support empathy and emotional intelligence can be enhanced and directed toward 
creating a safe and friendly environment for all customers and treating them with 
kindness and respect.  
Communications skills also showed up as more important than ever, so it makes sense 
to redouble the effort to focus on helping young people develop the verbal and written 
skills to promote leadership, teamwork and collaboration, and to interact sensitively 
with people from diverse backgrounds.   
Research participants also sent the message that we need to do our best to instill the 
young people in our charge with a strong work ethic and promote perseverance, good 
time management and mental and emotional strength. These traits have always been 
fundamental to turning a passion into a profession that can be sustained over the 
lifespan. With respect to technical skills, the research tells us to stay the course.  
Although soft-skills and character-building took center stage, knowledge about 
sanitation, planning, revenue management, data analysis and other operational 
requirements are of a foundational qualification for hospitality careers.  
Finally, while the achievement of degrees and certifications were seen as good 
indicators of commitment, maturity and willingness to learn, hands-on experience in 
the hospitality industry was a top priority to participants in this research project.  In 
addition to internships and stages, there was a call to provide students with as much 
exposure to hospitality jobs and the hospitality workplace as possible to draw the 
connection between classroom learning and the realities of the business.  This finding 
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validates the active, applied learning approach that is the hallmark of Kendall College’s 
curriculum, and challenges us to take it to the next level inside and outside the 






The tables below recap the overall results of the Hospitality Skills and Attributes 
Inventory conducted in July and August, 2021.  
N = 19; F= Frequency 
 
Much More Important  F 
Much/More Important 
Combined  F Top three write-in  F 
Innovative thinking 15 Creative Problem-Solving 19 Cross-functional training  6 
Cross-functional training 14 Innovative thinking 18 Diversity awareness  4 
Creative Problem-Solving 12 Collaboration 18 Flexibility/Adaptability  4 
Critical Thinking 12 Resilience 18 Collaboration (across departments) 3 
Resilience 12 
Flexibility and 
Adaptability 18 Communication 3 
Sanitation 11 Leadership 17 Resilience 3 
Technological fluency 9 
Guest Experience 
Management 17 Problem-Solving  3 
Communication 9 Cross-functional training 16 Hard Work/Work Ethic  2 
Financial/revenue Mgt  9 Communication 16 
emotional Intelligence/self-
awareness  2 
Diversity awareness 9 Critical Thinking 16 Critical thinking 2 
Flexibility and 
Adaptability 9 Engagement 16 empathy  2 
Agility Decision-Making  9 Agility Decision-Making  15 Team Building  2 
Leadership 8 Self-Awareness 15 Leadership  2 
Guest Experience 
Management 8 Technological fluency 14 Guest experience management 2 
Team Building  8 Sanitation 14 Agile decision-making  2 
Empathy 8 Planning 14 Social/Environmental Responsibility  2 
Emotional Intelligence 8 Financial/revenue Mgt  14 Financial /Revenue Management 2 
Engagement 8 Efficiency 14 Talent Management and hiring  1 
Collaboration 7 Empathy 14 Thinking of others (Vaccine)  1 
Efficiency 7 Emotional Intelligence 14 Technological Fluency  1 
Planning 6 Interpersonal skills 12 Passion (F & B)  1 
24 
 
Interpersonal skills 6 Data Analysis 11 Grit (perseverance)  1 
Self-Awareness 6 Team Building  11 Cost Control (for preparedness)  1 
Empowerment 5 Diversity awareness 11 efficiency  1 
Social and Environmental 
Responsibility 4 Empowerment 11 Interpersonal Skills  1 
Data Analysis 4 
Social and Environmental 
Responsibility 10 Data Analysis  1 
Negotiation 2 
Social Media 
Management 10 Innovative Thinking  1 
Social Media 
Management 2 Negotiation 7 Time Management 1 
    
Mental and Physical Health; 
Mentally and Emotionally Strong  1 
    Curiosity/Lifelong Learning  1 
 
 
 
